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ocean
Abstract
In the wake of the spectacular footage of champion surfer Mick Fanning's recent shark encounter in
Jeffreys Bay, South Africa, and his good fortune in emerging without physical injury, sharks are back on
the radar. Many people are probably scratching their heads wondering how we can avoid such dangerous
incidents. Some have suggested that "shark attack" is on the rise, and therefore that risk is increasing. But
the risk of dangerous interaction with a shark is incredibly low. In fact, a recent study found that in
California shark-related fatalities have decreased significantly since 1950. Collecting statistics on shark
incidents is more fraught than it might seem. The Global and Australian Shark Attack Files collect data on
all reported interactions. But "risk" is fiendishly difficult to calculate because we don't have good data on
numbers of people using the ocean or types of activities people undertake. Terminology adds to the
confusion: "shark attack" is highly emotive and often misleading. More precise terms like "sighting",
"encounter" and "bite" do more to describe an interaction, develop public understanding of shark
behaviour, and reduce the chance of reaction motivated by fear.
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A white shark in South Africa - reportedly the species which encountered Mick Fanning. gaftels/Flickr,
CC BY-NC

In the wake of the spectacular footage of champion surfer Mick Fanning’s recent shark
encounter in Jeffreys Bay, South Africa, and his good fortune in emerging without physical
injury, sharks are back on the radar.
Many people are probably scratching their heads wondering how we can avoid such
dangerous incidents. Some have suggested that “shark attack” is on the rise, and therefore
that risk is increasing.
But the risk of dangerous interaction with a shark is incredibly low. In fact, a recent study
found that in California shark-related fatalities have decreased significantly since 1950.
Collecting statistics on shark incidents is more fraught than it might seem. The Global and
Australian Shark Attack Files collect data on all reported interactions. But “risk” is fiendishly
difficult to calculate because we don’t have good data on numbers of people using the ocean
or types of activities people undertake.
Terminology adds to the confusion: “shark attack” is highly emotive and often misleading.
More precise terms like “sighting”, “encounter” and “bite” do more to describe an interaction,
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develop public understanding of shark behaviour, and reduce the chance of reaction
motivated by fear.

Learning from ocean-users
Our research recently published in the journal Marine Policy (and previously in Australian
Geographer) focuses on the experiences and attitudes of the people most likely to encounter
sharks; that is, ocean users.
We have talked with surfers, ocean swimmers, paddlers, divers, fishers, and others who use
the ocean regularly for recreation, professional or volunteer purposes.
Two findings strike most:
Almost 70% of the 557 people surveyed have encountered or sighted a shark while
undertaking ocean-based activities. This could be a shark of any species, and includes those
listed in Australia as potentially threatening to humans, namely great white, tiger and bull
sharks. The lesson here is that most of the time people and sharks co-exist without ill effect.
The most strongly supported strategies for managing risks associated with shark encounter
are those that involve people adapting their behaviour. In particular, improving public
education, and encouraging ocean users to understand and accept risks associated with
entering the ocean. In contrast, the most strongly opposed strategies are those that involve
killing sharks.
Efforts to manage shark-related hazards by killing sharks, through lethal strategies such as
the baited drumlines rolled out in Western Australia last year and the shark nets currently
under review in New South Wales, have been met with loud protest. The time seems ripe to
reassess how we understand and manage our relationships with sharks.
Although frightening, the footage of Fanning at Jeffreys Bay is a reminder that sharks are
present in the oceans, and that the vast majority of interactions between people and sharks
end without fatality or injury.
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